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ABSTRACT 
 
 
The laughter that proliferates in casual conversation between friends indicates that 
humour is a common device in talk that does important social work. However, this 
humour does not involve recognisable joking structures but rather highly implicit 
meanings that are interpreted only by those who appear to be “in on the joke”. This thesis 
considers the functions of this “unfunny” type of humour, called convivial conversational 
humour, by focusing on the social relations at stake in conversations between friends in 
the Canadian context. Through a functional discourse analysis (Martin & Rose, 2007) of 
phases (cf. Gregory & Malcolm, 1995[1981]) of co-constructed humour in conversation, 
it is found that evaluative meanings bound with ideational experience (evaluative 
couplings) are the cause of laughter in these phases, and that these construe a social 
process of affiliation. Building on notions of bonding (e.g. Boxer & Cortès-Conde, 1997; 
Martin, 2004b; Stenglin, 2004) and coupling (Martin, 2000a), this thesis develops a 
model of affiliation to account for how we identify ourselves communally as members of 
a culture and create social bonds through language. Through the analysis of humorous 
phases, this model is developed with laughter as a way in, since it serves as an explicit 
and meaningful signal that the particular coupled meanings presented in discourse can 
create affiliative tension for the participants in the social sphere.  
 
Affiliation thus describes the different strategies through which we discursively co-
construct who we are, who we are not, and through laughter, who we might otherwise be 
in other conversations. Conversational humour between friends is shown to be a method 
for confirming solidarity in friendships while allowing flexibility in the construction of 
identity. The significance of humour as a linguistic device is emphasized through its use 
in social interaction as we constantly negotiate our affiliations in casual talk.  
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PREFACE 
 
 
This thesis follows from my interest in the study of casual conversation, which started 
during my time as an undergraduate in the Department of Linguistics at Glendon College 
(York University) in Toronto, Canada where I received my Bachelor of Arts Honours in 
Linguistics and History. I completed a number of projects that focused on exchanges of 
casual talk, particularly in a functional linguistic framework, and found that this data 
offered a wealth of information about the social relationships that we construct constantly 
in everyday life. In a fourth year project, I recorded a rehearsal session and applied the 
systemic functional linguistic (SFL) framework to analyze the exchanges. This analysis 
was fruitful and interesting, as it captured the interactive dynamics of the rehearsal in 
such detail and offered a rich theory with which to interpret it.  
 
Along with this undergraduate work, I was involved in a research project following my 
graduation that focused on the linguistic competence of Kanzi and Panbanisha, two 
bonobo apes who were raised in a human–bonobo environment (currently situated at the 
Great Ape Trust of Iowa) and who use a lexigram keyboard to communicate with their 
caregivers. Once again the SFL framework was applied and we focused on the discourse 
level of the exchange, finding that the bonobos demonstrated semantic competence in the 
English language. One of the most salient aspects of the linguistic interactions with these 
bonobos was that their exchanges were mostly natural, casual conversations rather than 
structured experiments. In fact, it is documented that Kanzi began to use the lexigram 
keyboard with his caregivers in a natural way to communicate after his experiences as a 
baby listening to his mother being taught the symbols.  
 
These combined experiences sparked my fascination with the power of casual 
conversation and motivated me to continue to pursue its meanings. Anticipating future 
postgraduate study, I began to record my casual conversations with friends in a number of 
different contexts during my final year of undergraduate education and beyond. This data 
set included 12 conversations that took place in different locations in Canada and in 
Kaohsiung, Taiwan, and it was brought with me to Sydney, Australia for use in my 
 v 
doctoral work. Each of the participants signed release forms before they were recorded, 
and at the time, the data was not a part of any specific research project. I was interested 
generally in what friends talked about and how they maintained conversations for 
extended periods of time. More specifically, I was interested in what kinds of references 
to culture and social life were made in the data. However, in reviewing the audio 
recordings, it became clear that laughter was a significant part of all of the interactions 
and that the talk surrounding the laughs was not funny in any recognisable way. Thus, 
after consultation with my supervisor, my focus turned to laughter and the nature of the 
linguistic meanings surrounding laughs in conversations between friends. Using the 
experience from my previous work, this thesis applies the SFL framework to my 
collected data and conducts a discourse analysis of phases of humour.  
 
During my candidature at the University of Sydney, a number of experiences were vital to 
the development of the current study. These include various presentations that I was able 
to do in the Friday SFL Seminar Series and at international conferences such as the 10
th
 
IPrA (International Pragmatics Association) conference, ISFC (International Systemic 
Functional Congresses), LACUS (Linguistics Association of Canada and the United 
States) conferences, and the ASHN (Australasian Humour Scholars Network) 
colloquium; a professional visit with humour scholar Dr. Salvatore Attardo at Texas 
A&M University; consultations and a co-presentation with Dr. Chris Cléirigh on the 
semiotics of laughter; and weekly meetings with other colleagues and PhD students. This 
thesis is a product of these many varied opportunities and encounters. 
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TRANSCRIPTION CONVENTIONS 
 
This thesis aligns with Halliday’s (1985, p. 48) suggestion that transcriptions should be   
purpose-based. Thus, humorous phases were transcribed in English orthography using a 
mix of transcription conventions suited for my own analytical purposes. This includes 
coding for such phenomena as intonation and laughter, while also providing a readable 
transcription suitable for a large-scale discourse analysis of long stretches of text. Hence, 
this thesis incorporates conventions from Eggins and Slade (1997), Psathas (1995) and 
Jefferson (2004) for conversational talk. The transcription key is presented in Table 1. 
Convention             Transcribed phenomenon 
Italics   stressed speech 
CAPS   high volume  
(text)   unintelligible speech- transcriber’s guess 
[pause _ secs]   pause and length of time (if within turn, over 1.5 seconds) 
…     pause within same turn under 1.5 seconds or missing transcript  
                                    section 
-    stuttering or cut-off speech or wording 
text:::   stretched sound 
[text]   non-verbal happenings 
[text?]   inferred non-verbal happenings  
“ ”   projected speech 
no    really        (spaces between letters) beats in rhythm 
° text °   lowered volume 
(↓)      pitch drop  
(↑)    pitch rise  
(*)    major change in voice quality 
underlined  length of speech with pitch drop/lift or voice quality change 
= =    overlap of speech (occurs in sets of two turns): 
For cutting off other’s speech 
e.g. P:  Yeah ==  
       N:  == Cool 
 
When next participant cuts off but first continues through interruption, so interrupter 
does not secure a turn 
C : In the end it worked out. People got into it, but nobody was into it like we  
 x 
      were into it  like I remember == playing that game for like 40 minutes! 
F:  == I was never- 
N:  Yeah. (L) 
 
When next participant cuts off and continues over first, securing a turn 
CO: ...were going out on weekends and during the day and stuff, but at night  
       we were just == home 
N:   == Yeah and in Thailand we just- we stayed up kinda late... 
 
Table 1: Transcription Key. 
 
Laughter 
 
In addition, I have created my own coding for laughter since besides focusing on where in 
the sequence it occurred (cf. Jefferson, 1985), I was also interested in who emitted the 
laugh and whether it was shared or not (see Table 2). Laughter was generally placed in 
the transcript at the point at which it occurred, and if it interrupted speech, it was written 
near the closest word.  
 
 (L) (named participant) laughs 
(SL) speaker laughs (after own utterance)  
(LV) laughter in voice (while speaking) 
(LO- participant(s)) laughter by other(s) (other than speaker) 
during speech   
(LA) laughter by all 
(CL- participant(s)) continuous laughter (by named participant) 
 
Table 2: Laughter coding conventions. 
 
Intonation 
 
This thesis also marks “tone units” (units of intonation at the level of phonology, cf. 
Halliday and Greaves, 2008) when they are particularly salient in the making of 
humorous meaning following Halliday (1994a): 
 Falling intonation (Halliday’s Tone 1) is marked by a full stop (.)  
 Rising intonation (Tone 2) is marked by a question mark (?)  
 Non-final talk with a continuous tone (Tone 3) is marked by a comma (,)  
 xi 
 Reserved intonation (Tone 4) is marked by a semicolon (;) 
 Strong intonation (marking certain attitudinal meanings such as surprise) (Tone 5) 
is realised by an exclamation mark (!) 
 Compound tones are marked with double conventions (e.g. Tone 53 is given a “!” 
and a “,” at the locations of tonic prominence: e.g. N:  YOU   played   the! COIN   
GAME,).  
 
Appraisal (Martin & White, 2005) 
 
 Realisations of affect are highlighted in red,  
 Realisations of judgement are highlighted in green,  
 Realisations of appreciation are highlighted in blue,   
 Realisations of the system of graduation are highlighted in pink.  
 
In addition, realisations that are double-coded for more than one type of attitude (e.g. “I 
woulda been pissed”) or in which graduation is infused (e.g. “That’s like this amount of 
snow is perfect  for me”) are outlined in the appropriate colour (see Chapter 4, Section 
4.2.3.2.1 for explanation). Negative and positive attitudes are marked by “-ve” and “+ve”. 
Invoked attitude (see Chapter 2, Section 2.2.2.2.1) is marked by lighter shades of the 
given colours, and also indicated when the strategy used is given (e.g. “-ve judge 
provoked by idiom”).  
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